on the wane, of Eliot's poetics and of the "new criticism," then beginning to concern itself with fiction but most notable for its long-standing, vigilant attention to poetry.2 Without the "new criticism," in fact, the novel might have swept its way to official dominance sooner than it did, and hindsight leads one to wonder if "new criticism" in the 1930s was not in fact a rearguard holding action, a brief and wilful interruption of a process that began in the eighteenth century, gathered force in the second half of the nineteenth, and came to fruition in the second half of the twentieth, namely, the rise of the novel to its position of ascendancy in the academy as well as in the public imagination.
The story of this "rise of the novel" has not been entirely charted, though studies such as William Beatty Warner's Licensing Entertainment: The Elevation ofNovel Reading in Britain, 1684-1 750 and Richard Stang's The Theory ofthe Novel in England:! 850-1 870 help dispel any notion that criticism of the novel sprang full-blown from the ample brow of Henry James.3 There is no room here for even a mini-version ofthat story, yet the time may well be ripe for someone to take it on; the owl of Minerva flies at sunset, and even though forecasts of the death of the novel have always been grossly wrong, it is at least possible that "the rise of film" or "the rise of the media" or "the rise of cyberspace" will be the story that will be seen to have dominated the next two or three centuries. But we can best appreciate Watt's work as a crucial moment in the larger historical episode that has been the rise of the novel. The rise of the novel to the standing of what James called a matter discutable was self-evidently a prerequisite to The Rise of the Novel. 4 Victorian commentary and what I will call post-Victorian commentary on the novel, including everything published on the subject in Britain and the United States through Percy Lubbock's The Craft ofFiction (1921) and E.M. Forster's Aspects of the Novel (1927) , came in three main categories, each overlapping the others: one, a defence of the novel's "art"; two, analysis of its taxonomic variety; and three, analysis of its technical underpinnings. In addition, there was the ongoing Victorian need to establish the canon by settling claims of value. Intoxicated by the idea of "great books" and "best books," the Victorians were bound to address the question, and they did, which were the very best novels? Their answer was not utterly different from ours. In 1886, Sir John Lubbock, one of Victorian Britain's most assiduous doers of good works, proposed a list of the "best hundred books." Robinson Crusoe, Gulliver's Travels, and The Vicar of Wakefield were included, though Fielding and Richardson were not. In the category of "modern fiction," Austen (either Emma or Pride and Prejudice), Thackeray (Vanity Fair and Pendennis), Dickens (Pickwick and David Copperfield), George Eliot (Adam Bede), Kingsley (Westward Ho!), and Bulwer Lytton (Last Days ofPompeii) were included, as was all of Scott, thereby increasing the actual count of the hundred best books to a good many more. The Brontes were missing, though Swinburne urged their inclusion in the engagingly foolish debate that ensued, a debate re-enacted in the early summer of 1 998 when Random House produced its rank-ordered hundred best novels of the twentieth century, thus emphasizing that as an emblem of "literature," the novel has become pre-eminent. So far as I know, nobody has recently proposed a list of the hundred best poets or the hundred best poems of the last hundred years. The rise of the novel was nicely confirmed, if confirmation were needed, by the Random House extravaganza.5
But it is worth wondering whether Lubbock and all those who debated the "hundred best" would have been quite so ready to include fiction if not for the discussion that had erupted two years earlier with the publication of Sir Walter Besant's The Art of Fiction, first presented to the public as a lecture at the Royal Institution of Great Britain on 25 April 1884, and published in May. For it was Besant who laid most squarely on the table the question, was fiction really and truly "art"? And it was Henry James, taking his cue from Besant, who answered the question, if not once and for all, at 5 Lubbock's list, and the controversy that ensued, are best found in The Best Hundred Books, by the Best Judges, a Pall Mall Gazette "Extra," no. 24 (London, 1886 least more decisively than anyone before him. Though Besant asserts that the answer to the question is ultimately beyond a doubt, his proposition is defensive: "I desire," he said, "to consider Fiction as one of the Fine Arts," and in doing so "I have first to advance certain propositions. They are not new, they are not likely to be disputed, and yet they have never been so generally received as to form part, so to speak, of the national mind." The first, most important of these propositions, likely enough to be disputed and, as Besant says, not yet ingrained in the ''national mind," is: "That Fiction is an Art in every way worthy to be called the sister and the equal of the Arts of Painting, Sculpture, Music, and Poetry; that is to say, her field is as boundless, her possibilities as vast, her excellences as worthy of admiration, as may be claimed for any of her sister Arts."6 It is a nice Jamesian irony, as Mark Spilka comments,7 that "an amiable fool" (perhaps too strong but not an impossible characterization of Besant) should have stimulated James to the writing of his own decisive "The Art of Fiction," an essay that addressed the question of the novel not assertively but demonstratively and theoretically: "Only a short time ago," James said, "it might have been supposed that the English novel was not what the French call discutable. It had no air of having a theory, a conviction, a consciousness of itself behind it-of being the expression of an artistic faith, the result of choice and comparison." Not that it was "necessarily the worse for that," but James welcomes and helps make the assumption part of the "national mind" that fiction is indeed a fine art, the result of choices and comparisons rather than the merely spontaneous effusion of storytelling. The "comfortable, good-humoured feeling ... that a novel is a novel, as a pudding is a pudding, and that our only business with it could be to swallow it"-this once-prevalent feeling is no longer adequate. The novel "must take itself seriously for the public to take it so."8 And, after James, the belief that a novel is just a novel as a pudding is a pudding diminished markedly, no matter that some members of the English faculty at Harvard in the 1 950s probably clung to it; or that, in the debate about Lubbock's "best hundred," the great (Prussian-born) bookseller Bernard Quaritch reported that "arrived in London, in 1842, 1 joined a literary institution in Leicestersquare, and read all their historical works. To read fiction I had no time.
A friend of mine read novels all night long, and was one morning found dead in his bed."9 Reading novels, Quaritch thought, was a potentially fatal (1908) , Clayton Hamilton's concern with technique intersects with normal taxonomic habits: in a chapter titled "Setting" (a subject on which he cites Zola) he enumerates, on Forster's precisely malicious count, no less than nine sorts of weather, for example, "decorative," "utilitarian,"
as well as such redundant categories as "to illustrate a character," "as a controlling influence over character" or even (in "the usual nursery tale")
Forster has great fun with scholastic taxonomies and especially with Materials and Methods of Fiction, whose authorship he claims to conceal though at the same time giving the title, which makes identification easy. Materials and Methods ofFiction, Forster reports cattily, is "the most amazing work on the novel that I have met for many years. It came over the Atlantic to me"-as if on magic wings-"nor shall I ever forget it."
Hamilton's taxonomy of literary weather especially delights him: "I liked to Hamilton as James to Besant: that of the quick and articulate thinker to the middling sort of hack. And both of them deal in conventional categories. Bliss Perry said in 1902: "we are accustomed to say of any work of fiction that it contains three elements of potential interest, namely, the characters, the plot, and the setting or background."12 Hamilton has a chapter called "Plot"; Forster, chapters on "The Story" and "The Plot," and Forster's distinction between a "story" based on time and "plot" based on causality merely disaggregates, though cleverly, Hamilton's "simplest of all structures for a narrative"-"a straightforward arrangement of events along a single strand of causation." Hamilton has a chapter on "Characters"; För-ster, two chapters on "People." And Hamilton on "character"-"we meet two sorts of characters in the pages of the novelists,-characters which may be called static, and characters which may be called dynamic"-is substantively indistinguishable from Forster's later distinction, by now deeply etched in the history of novel criticism, between "flat" characters and "round."13 These points of contact between Perry and Hamilton and Forster imply what can be seen with hindsight: that by the time of Forster's Clark Lectures in 1 927, which make up Aspects ofthe Novel, analysis of taxonomy and technique in the novel had gone for the time being as far as it could go. That fiction was an art-or at least a high "craft," as in the title of Percy Lubbock's Jamesian study, The Craft ofthe Novel (1921)14-was not in serious doubt even if its standing was still to be fully confirmed. The second great war and its agonies were not far away, and a remote study of the novel by a little-known Hungarian, motivated in its origins by the outbreak of the first great war,15 was waiting to be discovered in the AngloAmerican world. The war came, Ian Watt spent three years in prison camp on the river Kwai and, not much more than a decade after the war ended, published The Rise ofthe Novel (1957) . With it criticism and history of the novel changed measurably and so far permanently. What accounts for the remarkable shelf life and influence of The Rise of the Novell When it first appeared in 1957, it was reviewed respectfullybut not quite in terms that would have led one to guess how well it would last. The reviewer for the annual bibliography of eighteenth-century studies, it's true, called the book "wide-ranging, speculative, meaty," but there is a certain academic wishy-washiness about the review that is characteristic of the annual bibliography itself; the reviewer reiterates his praise in calmer tones before going on to dispute some of the book's conclusions: "Mr. Watt has read widely and thoughtfully; his speculations are interesting." This is not the sort of rave that foretells forty years on the academic best-seller list. The Times Literary Supplement called the book a "penetrating study" but gave it less than half the space it gave in the same issue to Robert Halsband's "excellent" biography of Lady Mary Wortley Montagu. Only Irving Howe, in Partisan Review, went all out, calling The Rise of the Novel a "model of excellence," while Hilary Corke, in Encounter, called it somewhat slightingly an academic excursus into "pretty well-stamped ground," even though conceding its "masterly" attention to social and economic contexts. Very little at its birth would have led anyone to forecast not just the importance but the enduring importance of Watt's book.16 That endurance has been multiply determined. First, The Rise of the Novel caught the crest of a wave of attention to the novel that coincided with the end of the war. Second, it paid no apparent heed to any lingering, if Mandarin, doubt that the novel was not an artistically worthy form. Third, it gathered up the threads of taxonomic and technical criticism, bringing them together in a new synthesis, while also giving new specificity to the concept of "realism," so common but so elusive a marker in previous discourse about the novel. Fourth, it did not shirk the business of evaluation though (as with James) it made evaluation dependent (at least in the first instance) on matters of technique. Fifth, it brought philosophical and sociological themes to bear on the novel and, not incidentally, brought Lukács into Anglo-American criticism in the process. However much it dealt with formal values, The Rise of the Novel also transcended them, treating "character," for example, as in the main a function of its "setting," a setting conceived not as a matter of the ambient weather but as a matter of powerful social systems.17 Thus The Rise of the Novel predicted and influenced the future almost uncannily, the "new criticism" being about to yield to social and cultural criticism of literary texts. The novel as an artifact was the perfect herald for the sea-change that was about to come. The Rise ofthe Novel was the right book at the right time. Finally, because Watt worked hard to ensure such an outcome, it was an accessibly straightforward book, though also a book whose straightforwardness half-concealed the deepest strata of feeling that lay beneath the rhetorically placid surface. The rest of this essay will consist of brief commentary on the characteristics that have helped make Watt's book so long-lived a published the same year as Watt's book; and, in some ways most relevant, An Introduction to the English Novel (1951), by Watt's friend Arnold Kettle, an author-by-author and novel-by-novel study-but one that aimed in its opening pages "to face-if not to answer satisfactorily-the essential questions: why did the novel arise at all, and why should it have arisen when it did?"21 Of these students of the novel some are still familiar names, others not. But remembered or forgotten, more than a few critics were busy thinking about the novel. Watt caught the wave just as it was breaking.
The wave was also to wash away the need to answer any remaining doubters: the novel was artistically worth attending to and that was that. Or almost that. While Robert Liddell still thought he needed to reply to those who took a "low view" of the form, anyone who chose to call his book The Rise of the Novel or, in Alexander Cowie's case, The Rise of the American Novel, was answering any doubters obliquely. The undeniably Whiggish idea of the rising of the novel is bound up with the significance of the novel, its power and its triumph. Whatever happens to have "risen," whether for good ("the rise of democracy") or for evil ("the rise of fascism"), has a claim on our attention. And if the novel (as in Richard Chase's title) participates in a "tradition," so much the better. Watt has been a believer not only in plain prose but in plain titles: The Rise of the Novel owes something of its In the view of the rather pugnacious (he actually had been a boxer) professor who taught the eighteenth-century novel seminar at Harvard, Shamela on Pamela provided a fair critical commentary, and Clarissa was a combination of too sentimental and too long to be dealt with seriously. These were attitudes I did not question at the time. When I first read The Rise of the Novel, it was with a certain surprise, even dismay. I thought surely Watt must be wrong in his estimate of Richardson, whose interiority of style and understanding he seemed so obviously yet quietly to prefer to the thumping "manliness" of Fielding's mock-heroic. I still think Watt misses something of Fielding's achievement, if only because his definition of the novel deflects attention from the virtues of Fielding's masterpiece. Tom Jones was in fact a novel he held in affection and esteem, but to say that "Fielding's technique was too eclectic to become a permanent element in the tradition of the novel" or that "Tom Jones is only part novel" or that "Fielding's characters do not have a convincing inner life" implies not only a generic formalism but an associated scale of value (pp. 288; 274). In any event critical re-evaluations like Watt on Richardson have not often had such long-standing effects; Eliot's assessment of the metaphysicals, which 24Northrop Frye, Anatomy of Criticism: Four Essays (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1957), for example, p. 24: "there are critics who enjoy making religious, anti-religious, or political campaigns with toy soldiers labelled 'Milton' or 'Shelley' more than they enjoy studying poetry." fed into "new critical" strategies, was comparably important for a while, but its doctrinaire quality has worked against it over time. The strategy of The Rise of the Novel, relying on a combination of analysis and insinuation rather than the dogmatism of a Leavis or a Winters, has enabled Richardsonians to go about their business productively for four decades now, unhampered by any anxiety that their subject was not worthy of finetuned attention. If Watt confirmed the respectability of the novel, he did even more for Richardson, conferring on him the distinction of being primus inter pares.
But, overall, it was the importation into literary studies of philosophical and sociological learning that has given Watt's book most of its staying power. The reviewer for the annual bibliography who called it "wideranging, speculative, meaty" and who added that "Mr. Watt has read widely and thoughtfully" need not be greatly faulted for not quite noticing the full extent of the author's wide-rangingness. Watt was unobtrusive about his learning, and it is only on rereading The Rise of the Novel-or reading his (at last available) 1978 lecture, "Flat-Footed and Fly-Blown: The Realities of Realism"-that one realizes just how wide-ranging, how saturated in then-unfamiliar learning, he really was.
In brief, discreet allusions and footnotes in The Rise of the Novel, there appear not only Durkheim, Tawney, and Weber, but the economic historian H.J. Habakkuk, the sociologists George Herbert Mead and Talcott Parsons, the anthropologists A.R. Radcliffe-Brown and Robert Redfield, whose Folk Culture of Yucatan (1941) turns up as Watt is discussing the reordering of society under industrial capitalism. In a discussion of "the crisis" in marriage as it affected, especially, women, is a summary paragraph about the polygamy question and a footnote to Hume's obscure "Of Polygamy and Divorces" (p. 147) . In fact Watt credits Hume with a view more favourable to polygamy than he actually held, but it is Watt's sense of what might count in a consideration of "love and the novel" that matters. And here are Auerbach and Lukács, the latter now a household name but then utterly unfamiliar in English studies. Auerbach and Lukács each turn up in Watt's text only once, but as we learn from "Flat-Footed and Fly-Blown," together they cost him two months of work, which included "learning German for the third time."26 These days we would call the results "interdisciplinary," but "interdisciplinarity," by now a self-important concept, is not one I ever heard Ian Watt resort to. The habit of interdisciplinarity for him was all in a day's work and not a reason for ostentatious display. In "Flat-Footed and Fly-Blown," he singles out Adorno as more responsible than any other single person for the intellectual shaping of The Rise of The Novel, a debt acknowledged in his preface though Adorno makes no appearance in the text that follows, no doubt because Watt did not need him there. Anyone less averse to display would have shoehorned Adorno into the book without any trouble.
It is the blending, however judicious and inconspicuous, of sociocultural-philosophical learning into the body of his argument that made Watt's book the right one at the right time. "New criticism" was near the end of its run, cultural studies were somewhere on the horizon, the social consciousness of the 1960s was a phenomenon waiting to happen; all the omens were favourable. Not that Watt would welcome any association of his book with the wilder frontiers of thought and action of the 1 960s, but his concern with social history, with the cultural life of the everyday, and with the experience of an underclass, that of servants below stairs, all of them following naturally from the intellectual environment of his undergraduate days at St John's College, Cambridge, turned out to be exactly what was needful. Like The Rise of the Novel, the social-historical work of the English Marxists Raymond Williams and Eric Hobsbawm, and the later anthropological studies of Watt's friend and contemporary Jack Goody, have all answered to these needs; and, like Watt, Williams, Hobsbawm, and Goody have not lost their power to attract while the work of Leavis and others has faded into comparative obscurity. Not surprisingly, the third printing of The Rise of the Novel in 1962 carries a blurb on the back cover from a review in the American Journal of Sociology: "This book is an outstanding contribution to the field of historical sociology and the sociology of knowledge." In one way and another, that is what the times have demanded: flat characters, for example, are for us, like Fielding's in Watt's account, aptly defined as specific combinations "of stable and separate predispositions to action"; round characters, like Richardson's in Watt's account, as the living products of their own, socially conditioned past (p. 276). The paradigm has shifted, the old universe given way to the new.
Finally, there is the sheer readability of the book, stemming from Watt's conviction, which he makes explicit in "Flat-Footed and Fly-Blown," that "criticism should be as common-sense as possible in its attempt to achieve clarity and accessibility of statement."27 The writing in The Rise of the find the same authenticity in the classic comic plot (which is why Tom Jones is not so easy for him to fit into his evolutionary schema) as he does in the gritty economic world of Defoe's depersonalized fiction or the psychological drama of Richardson's Clarissa, both of which represent to him truer versions of things as they really are.
It is time to listen to Watt himself, first on Defoe, who long ago "called the great bluff of the novel-its suggestion that personal relations really are the be-all and end-all of life" and who alone ("he, and only he") "among the great writers of the past, has presented the struggle for survival in the bleak perspectives which recent human history has brought back to a commanding position on the human stage" (pp. 133-34) . Reading this, we can hardly help remembering Watt's own struggle for survival during his more than three years in the prison camps on the river Kwai, an experience that some of Defoe's characters could have survived-but, in Western fiction as in life itself, not many others.
Watt on Clarissa is equally powerful, equally aware of a fearful authenticity-however different Richardson's novel may be from anything in Defoe:
It is this capacity for a continuous enrichment and complication of a simple situation which makes Richardson the great novelist he is; and it shows, too, that the novel had at last attained literary maturity, with formal resources capable not only of supporting the tremendous imaginative expansion which Richardson gave his theme, but also of leading him away from the flat didacticism of his critical preconceptions into so profound a penetration of his characters that their experience partakes of the terrifying ambiguity of human life itself, (p. 238) How many sophisticated critics these days, critics as learned, say, as Watt himself, would permit themselves to speak unashamedly of "the terrifying ambiguity of human life"? As many, perhaps, as could have survived the camp on the Kwai.
"Formal realism," one might say, is Watt's terminological defence, as well as an almost ironic bow to the "new critical" kind of formalism, against the existential dread that underlies the rise of the novel. "It is . . . likely," Watt says in his cool, dispassionate manner, "that a measure of secularisation was an indispensable condition for the rise of the new genre." But then he goes on to translate a famous and far from dispassionate moment in Lukács, the one time in the book when Lukács puts in an explicit appearance:
"The novel, Georg Lukács has written, is the epic of a world forsaken by God." (Though accurate, the translation cannot quite catch the Godforsakenness of the world according to Lukács: "Der Roman ist die Epopöe der gottverlassenen Welt.")30 Then, as if to recover equilibrium, Watt cites a very ordinary observation by Sade-or an observation at least that would be quite ordinary if it were by anybody but Sade: the novel presents, "in de Sade's phrase, 'Ie tableau des moeurs séculaires'" (p. 84). Scratch the cool veneer and Watt's understanding of the novel turns out to be, however hedged with his protective ordinariness of style, much like that of Lukács: the novel is an image of transcendental homelessness in a forsaken world.
The power of The Rise of the Novel lies in its refusal to overlook the pain of everyday life and, equally, its refusal to yield to rhetorical consolations of self-pity.
F
Those of us who till fields other than the novel, and who began doing so years ago, may regard The Rise of the Novel not only with appreciation but with a tinge of envy. How did Watt get so lucky? But my point is, like it or not, that Watt was not "lucky." Or if he was, his was the sort of
